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In a referendum held on Aug. 28, voters overwhelmingly rejected a series of proposed constitutional
reforms. Although the referendum's defeat at the polls is in part seen as a protest by an electorate
increasingly alienated from its political leaders, many voters may also have rejected the proposed
reforms out of confusion, given the overly technical language contained in the ballots. Voters
defeated the constitutional amendments by an overwhelming margin, with 63% opposed to the
package of amendments and 29% in favor.
The most important reform on the ballot would have allowed voters to split their ticket and vote
for candidates from different parties in future elections. The Uruguayan Constitution now requires
voting a straight party ticket for both national and local offices. The proposed amendments also
called for paying salaries to municipal legislators around the country, since at present officials
holding those posts earn no salary and receive no benefits. Finally, the reforms included a proposal
to make minor changes to the Social Security system. Politicians cite various reasons for voter
rejection at the polls. In some cases, the electorate just simply opposed the proposals, such as
converting municipal legislative offices into paid posts.
Regarding proposed changes in the Social Security system, voters clearly feared approval of any
reforms that might later come back to haunt them. At least 35% of the registered voters are retired
and living on a pension, making it a particularly sensitive issue. In fact, some politicians aggravated
voters' fears with warnings that the referendum could eventually lead to the privatization of the
Social Security Institute.
In other cases, however, confusion among voters over the issues contained in the referendum
apparently contributed to its rejection. "If we're honest, we have to admit that the electorate did not
feel informed," said Alberto Volonte, the governing Partido Nacional's presidential candidate in the
general elections, scheduled for Nov. 27.
"Just because we think that constitutional reforms should be passed, doesn't mean the people have
to accept it. The vote is a lesson in humility for politicians." The constitutional reforms had the
backing of all of the country's thirteen presidential candidates, plus all 31 members of the Senate,
and almost all of the 99 members of the Chamber of Deputies. Nevertheless, since politicians are
immersed in campaigning for the general elections, they failed to educate voters on the issues at
stake and took the support of their constituents for granted.
In addition, some politicians waffled in their own support for the amendments, adding to voters'
doubts. Voting is obligatory in Uruguay, which explains the more than 85% turnout, despite the
large numbers of voters who were either apathetic or confused by the issues.
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